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Gaenssle: Velikovsky and the Hebrew Bible

Velikovsky and the
Hebrew Bible
By CARL GAENSSLF.
time ago Velikovsky's Worlds;,, Collision• created quite
a stir in some circles. It is not the purpose of this article to
exaroioe this book in ,all its aspects. The author has limited
himself to an examination of Velikovsky's use and application of
the Hebrew Old Testament, to which he so frequently appeals as
illustrating his theories and supporting his contentions.
Before going into particulars, it may be well to state the author's
general theory of the physical universe. He assumes. that during
the endless ages of its history the world has undergone a succession of convulsions, catastrophes, and cataclysms followed by periods
of ieconstruction and restoration, one world perishing and another
rising. as it were, from irs ashes. Similar views have been and are
held by many thinkers whose philosophy does not admit of a beginning of the world in time, such as Herbert Spencer, Friedrich
Nieasche (tlia awiga lf'ietlerku,,J,), some of the early Greek philosophers, the whole Stoical school, and Brahmanism in India, to say
nothing of many untutored savage tribes.
Throughout his book the author draws his evidence from the
almost limitless store of the world's legends, myths, and folklore,
as well as from the records of the Old Testament. And this brings
us to our proper subject, namely, Velikovsky's use and application
of the Hebrew Bible.

S

OMB

The author tells us that in the middle of the second millennium
before our era the earth underwent one of the greatest catasaophes
in irs history. "It came into collision with a comet, with the result
that its surface was reddened by a fine dust of rusty pigment," which
gave seas, !aka, and rivers throuput the whole world the appear• Imm•auel Velilamky, WorlJ1 ;,, Collisio,,. Thr M•cmillan Co., N. Y.,
19'0. 'l'1loagb tbe ltir camed by this book iD c:emiD cirdea bu subsided, Dr.
Gaeaale'1 "acimtific pomcript" u, a not so Kielltific "pn:script" will 1J1Uff
Kiamhdaa 111d lielpful.-:- l', B. M.
.
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ance of blood and all the fish in the waters perished. According
to the author, this happened not only in Egypt, but in the whole
wide world. And this cosmic disaster is said to "corrcspcnd with
the Book of Exodus" ( "there was blood throughout all the land
of Egypt," 7:21). If Velikovsky were a little more exact and piecisc in the choice of language, be would say that the Biblical account represents a popular and naive misconception of the shower
of red dust that accompanied the collision and settled upcn the
earth. As a minor item it might be mentioned that the Red Sea
is supposed to have received its name at this period, as also the
Hacmus range of mountains in Europe, because Ha.emus sugests
the Greek word haima (p. 49).
Still more interesting as well as more arbitrary is the author's
explanation of the "very grievous bail" that fell on the land of
Egypt, Ex. 9?22ff. He says that the phrase stone of baratlh (bail)
is, as in most cases where mentioned in the Scriptures, the term
for meleoriles/ And what is more, these meteorires were glowing
according to Velikovsky, it is thus written in"the
, for, behold,
Midrasb and the Talmud (p.51). Now a "torrent" of meceoric:es
as having some natural affinity with a comet might cause no surprise if found in its train. But this is beside the primary question.
We are now examining Velikovsky's use of the Old Testament
Hebrew texts. Is bis categorical assertion that the Hebrew b11r,,dh
means a mete0rite tenable and defensible? Hos this uanslation
any basis in Old Testament usage? It is worthy of note, to begin
with, that the writer himself leaves room for exceptions, for he
says that b11ratlh means mete0rite in "most places where it occurs."
What it means in the passages that form the exceptions be does
not tell us. This creates a little suspicion as to the correcmess of
his unusual translation. Are the hailstones in these passages of
the common variety, cold and icy, while they are redhot mereoritcS
..in most passages"? If the Hebrew b•11dh means a mcte0ritc anywhere in the Old Testament, Velikovsky has the distinction of
being the first translator to discover the astonishing fact. None of
the leading translations, ancient or modern, lends the slighrcst sanction to such an unheard-of notion. But in spite of this general unanimity I have taken the trouble w examine personally every passage where the word h11rllllh occurs. It is found twenty-nine times,
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and to ma: my candid conclusion after a careful study, there is not
a single passage where one might feel tempted to depart from the
traditional rendering of barllllh. No one, unless he has an ax to
griad, would think of giving the term a different meaning. Here
are some illustrative passages-and one need not be familiar with
the Hebrew original to form an intelligent judgment. Ex. 10:5:
"locusts shall devour that which was left by the hail." Locusts and
hail, the two great destructive agents that work havoc to the crops,
are here naturally associated. How preposterous to substitute meteoriies for /MjJ/• Hag.2:17: "I smote you with bligh~ and mildew
and all the produas .•• with h11il.11 Is. 28:2: "like a storm of
hail, like a st0rm of mighty waters." Ps.105:32: "He gave them
bail for rain." Hail and rain as two kindred natural phenomena
are properly placed side by side. How absurd again to substitute
mete0rites! In Job 38:22 we read of the treasuries of snow and
the treasuries of hail, while in Ps.148:8 hail, snow, and vapor are
invited to praise the lord. And, of course, the hailstones mentioned Joshua 10:11, which Jehovah cast down from the sky and
from which more of the enemy perished than the Israelites slew
with the sword, are just plain hailstones, not glowing pieces of
mead shooting through space. On what basis, one involuntarily
asks, can any serious student and investigator transmute the Old
Testament. hailstones into falling meteorites? If these meteorites
are only a product of the creative imagination, is it not a fair conclusion that the comet itself and its collision with our planet are
also of such stuff as dreams are made of?
The torrent of meteorites, says our author, was mingled with
fire "which ran along upon the ground," Ex. 9:23 (.A. V.). Smith's
rendering is simply: "Fire descended on the earth." Kauasch:
P1w,r ftd,, hm,i,,J-,, So also Luther and Menge. There is nothing
in the Hebrew text to correspond with "along upon." There is in
fact no piq,ositlon of any kind. Instead, there is the so-called locative endingattached
11h
to the word earth. This ending expresses
the meaning of to, toward. .An exact translation would therefore
be "fire went [darted] earthward or toward the earth." In a word,
the thought is that lighming Bashes shot to the earth, of course
from the sky. But in conformity with his theory of a cosmic catastrophe Velikovsky has his fire issue from the clefts of the earth,
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and then it naturally "runs along the ground." A most arbiauy
manipulation of the Biblical text! This certainly is not scholanbip.
Velikovsl..7 resorts to a similar perversion in discussing Nwn.
3:4, which tells of the death of the sons of Aaron, because they
had offered a strtmgt1 fire before the Lord. Velikovsky tells us
"that the fire is called strange" because it had not been known before and because it was of foreign origin (p. 56). How wooden!
Velikovsky glibly ignores the simple explanation, Lev. 10:1, that
it was offered contrary to the divine command. The preconceived
theory demanded that this fire burst forth from "a cleft in the rock,"
and such it must be despite the Hebrew text.
Velikovsky docs not shrink from aaually altering and mutilating
his Hebrew teXt if it suits his purpose. By an oracular deace be
pronounces as incorrect the A. V. version of Ex.12:23: ''The I.md
will not suffer the destroyer to come and smite your houses." 1'be
author boldly dropped the little Hebrew word 'el, into, so that the
destroyer no longer enters into the houses in order to smite, but
smites the houses without entering. But why? The author of
lYorltls in Colli.siou thinks that the tenth Egyptian plague ,,,.as
really a violent earthqµake. Since it would be a little absurd tO
describe nn earthquake as going into the houses to smite, he can•
celed the intrusive little word '•l and had the earthquake strike
the houses. To this we can only say that the Hebrew teXt is
absolutely sound and will tolerate no change or emendation.
Velikovsky stands convicted of wanton and willful falsification tO
which no candid and honest scholar will ever StoOp, simply tO
bolster up a pet theory. Incidentally, it is rather amusing to read
in this connection that the Israelites were spared by the earthquah,
"because they lived in huts made of clay and reeds which were
more resilient than brick or Stone.'; Instead of demolishing these
fragile huts, the seismic impacts apparently rebounded harmlessly
from them as from so many rubber drums or inJlated balloons.
Finally, "the strong hand and the outstretched arm" (Deut. 4:34)
by which the Israelites were led out from the land of bondage
turns out to be a "portent in the heavens" which 1oobd like
a ''stretched arm.'' By the same method of interpretation one
might explain the "outstretched hand" which occurs like a warning refrain in the ninth chapter of Isaiah also as a portent seen
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in the heavens! Thus does Velikovsky apply the thumbscrew to
his Biblical texts and tortures them into conformity with his per-

sonal ideas.
The author lays himself open to the same charge in his comment on the meaning of the Hebrew word ,obhol, which occurs
some thirty times in the poetical sections of the Old Testament.
On the words of the Psalmist: 'The voice of thy thunder was in
the whirlwind, the lightnings lightened the world [,,bh,l]," Ps.
11: 18, he remarks in a footnote that ttbhol means universe, whereas
the King James Version translates "world," though the word for
world is "ol11tn.• (P. 87, footnote 6.) This contention is again

based on the assumption that the passage contains a reminiscence
of a cosmic catastrophe, and ic is this that has directed the author's
thought and his pen when he declares that ,obhol does not mean
world, but universe. World is too limited and circumscribed to fit
into his hypothesis. But the fact is that neither the word tobhol,
nor any other single Hebrew word for that matter, ever means
universe. lo fact the Old Testament hns no single term for universe at all, unless it be kol, or, with the :micle, h11/tltol, the all,
as in Jer.10:16, ls.44:24, and a few other passages. The word
lobh,l always means earth or world. In particular it denotes the
earth as the habitation of man excluding watery nnd desert waste,
as the place of cities, of fields, and vegetation. In his great
Th,s1111rr11, Gesenius defines tobhol as ,orra /or,ilis ,1 h11bi111111, the
LXX has oilto11mono, the inhabited world ( twenty-six times), the
Vulgate orbis '""""' in a single passage orbis ttrr11r11m, lit. the
circle of the land, lands, like the German Bnlltrns. A few passages will make this matter so plain that even he who runs may
read and understand. Psalm 24:6, "The earth ('ortts) is the lord's,
the world (ttbh,l) and they that dwell therein." Cp. Is. 18:3. In
Isaiah's satirical ode on the downfall of the king of Babylon (ch.
14) the shades in Sheol ask in ama7.e111ent: "Is this the man ...
who made the world (1,bhol) a wilderness and broke down the
cities thereof?" According to Prov. 8:2~. Wisdom, existed before
God "made the earth (',rots) and the fields and the clods of the
world (1,bh•l)." .According to Ps. 9:9, the lord will judge the
• "= die comooanr -,in.
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world (lebhel) with righte0usness. Thus we see that this wonl.
so far from meaning the entire universe, keeps its feet, ., to
speak. right on ltm• firm11. I.et the reader substitute w,,iverse for
world in the above passages and observe the ludicrous result. One
can only marvel at the boldness or the ignorance of the author's
categorical assertions!
And now we proceed to examine the word "oldm. Velikovsky
states categorically that "olam means world. However, with possibly a single doubtful exception (to be discussed presently), "o"1m
never means world in the entire Hebrew Bible. This meaning
occurs only in the later post-Biblical Hebrew ( cf. the development
in the meaning of the Latin saec11lum). The is
term "ol11m always
a designation of time, not of space or place. It means age, perpetuity, permanence, eternity. It may refer to the past, the fflD0le
or the more immediate past, or to the future, definite or indeterminate, sometimes to a past and future eternity, as in Ps. 90: 1.
But to state that "ol11m means world betrays either ignorance or
presumptuous arrogance.
Now we tum our attention to the "doubtful exception," Eccl
3: 11 - "he has also put "olam in their heart." That these words
present a vexing problem is evident from the wide diversity among
the translations that have been offered. I shall add a number by
way of illusrration. The A. V. has: "He has set [put] the world
[margin: eternity]." A. S. R.: "He has put elemil'J [margin: world)
into their heart." Smith, following Griitz: "He has also implanted
ignortmee in their mind." Hitzig: "Auch den Ventand hat er in
ihr Herz gelegt." Kautzseh and Delitzsch: "Auch die Ewigkeir."
Luther: "Er liisst ihr Herz sich iingsten, wie es gehen solle in der
Welt." Gesenius (Thes.): S111di11tn m""""""1Nm -rrn1m. Septua·
gint: S,mp11nt11 ton Ilion.- eternity. Vulgate: mtmd11m 1,I/JWI
tlisf,Nllllioni eor11m. Frankenberg (Nowack, H,11uliommmm):
"die Zukunft."
Both expressions, "to put the ~orld" and "to put eternity" into
their heart, appear as highly improbable. Both require an additional thought to make them meaningful. Thus Rashi, the Jewish
commentator, suggests that "olllfn means choihmtub bll'olt,m the
urge or impulse to understand the world. Those who favor "eter•
nity," i. e., a desire or longing for eternity, must iemember that
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P.ccleaiasa:s lays particular stress on enjoying the present. In any
ase oo one can point to the passage we are discussing in favor
of the meaning world for "olam.
I have come to the conclusion that we have in "olam a scribal
error.• Instead of "ol•m, we should read "11m11l, which means
aouble. The
in the vowels causes no difficulty, of course,
since they are not a part of the original consonantal text. With
this easy change our verse would read: "he has put 1,011ble in their
heart, because man cannot find out the work that God has done
from the beginning to the end." This yields excellent sense and
is thoroughly consistent with the tenor of the book.t
The author makes so much of the expression "the shadow of
death" u supporting the hypothesis that a. pall of darkness covered
the earth for decades after its collision with the comet (pp.126 to

chang

133) that we cannot ignore it. Velikovsky states that this pheoomenon is mentioned in many passages of the Bible (p.129).
Actually the expression occurs only eighteen times: ten times in
the book of Job, four times each in the prophetical books and the
Psalms, but nowhere in the Pentateuch nor in any of the historical
books. There is no evidence whatsoever for the consciousness of
a world-enshrouding gloom. What does the phrase actually mean?
In Amos 5:8 Jahve is said to be he who made Orion and the
• Tatual aidcism is a ffrJ legitimate, at times a necessary, part of ao
iauerprem's cuk. Luther himseU abandoned the traditional Musomic ten in
mare ma than most readers of his Bible ue aware of. A ffrJ' wuuane
UISllllCe of this kind is his .rendering of Hab. 2:16: "so wafe du nWl aucb.
dus du taumelsr." The American Standard Venion hu: "drink thou also, and
be u oae ancircumcised." Suialy, it should be "and be uncircumcised," which
of mane, is sheer nonsense. To maintain dw the a:prasion means dispmful aposure is to gift it a meaning which it will not bear, uide from the
faa dw this idea is alwars a:prased otheiwise. The verb, deriftd from the
Hebrew noun "orW, foreskin, occun only once elsewhere,
19:23, namely, I.CT.
where it med of the fnua of the land in a figuratiff sense aod throws no
light on our pwage. All anempa to defend the English rendering ue quite
futile. Olniously the nro renderings annot be hued on the ume origiDaL
lather, righdy usuming saibal error, follows the Septuagint which hu to
reel and stager, and bu,_,,,.,,,_ But what Hebrew word underlies the Sepma•
gim? It is the imperacm HN"•l, from rtl'td. In a word, nroconsonants haft
through
been
tramposed
~ .inadftnellce of a copyist.
t After tbe abcne wu wrilten I happened to disc:oftr a sttikiaaly similar
aprasion in PL 107:12: He humbled tlmr M1r1 fl1ilJ, ttodJ. ("-IJ. Luther's
"Er Jim ihr Herz deb inpcen" looks TUf much u if it sprang from the
tataal anendarioo
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Pleiades and to turn the "shadow of death" into dawn. The idea
of "death," it appears to me, comes in somewhat uncxpcctcdly
in
this connection. The words simply mean that Jahve as the sovaeign
ruler controls the heavenly bodies and the alternation bctwccn dark·
ncss and light on the earth. In Is. 9: 2, the people who dwell in
the land of "the shadow of death" - upon them the light shines.
The light here is plainly not physical, but spiritual light, hence "tbe
shadow of death" is likewise spiritual and not physical. The same
phrase is used to denote the underground darkness in which miners
work, Job. 28:3, or the darkness of night, in which the workers of
iniquity endeavor to hide, Job 34:22. Then there are a few more
Job passages which plainly refer to the darkness of the underworld
(she'ol). No unprejudiced inquirer could ever find in any of tbe
passages in question the reminiscence of a world wrapped in gloom
for decades. But this is Velikovsky's method of dealing with tbe
Hebrew text.
It is more than probable that the expression does not mean
"shadow of death" at all. The translation is based on the form
tslllm1111t!lh (ls11l, shadow, t111111e1h, death), according to the present
Massorctic text. With very few exceptions the leading Hebrew
scholars (Ewald, Philippi, Olshausen, Gesenius-Kauczsch, Konig.
Green, Davidson) have abandoned the reading tsttlm1111eth-piobably a popular etymology-in favor of 1s11lm111h, a form which
naturally falls into one category with the many Hebrew nouns ending in Nlh, such as "tlbhJ,uh, service, bondage, 11111rtlt11h, rebellioo,
mllll,111h, kingdom, sil!hl,11h, folly, and many others. Ts.Jmldh
simply means deep darkness, gloom, synonymous with choshlil,
with which it is often associated. The reason for this prefeience
is tw0fold. First, the formation of compounds such as 1111lt1UW11b
is extremely rare in Old Testament Hebrew. In fact there is none
to correspond with the one under discussion. Second-and this
carries much weight- shadow in the Old Testament never denotes anything gloomy or sinister, but always something cheerful,
pleasant, and beneficent, as for example, "under the shadow of
the Almighty," Ps. 91: 1: "as the shadow of a great rock in a weary
land," ~ 32:2, ete. Again it is intereSting to observe that Lamer
never transl•ta ~ ezpiession with Schtdlm
TOIW (not eveo
in Palm 23, im fi,,stm, TIil), but always with Pilutffllis, Do·

w
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or something similar. Is this accidental? In any case,
Velilamky'1 tbeoiy of a prolonged darkness beginning at the time
of the Exodus is seen to rest on a very tottering foundation so far
as the phrase "shadow of death" is concerned.
So much for Velikovsky's linguistic misuse of the Hebrew Bible.
An cvcn more serious fallacy, perhaps the basic fallacy, is his
misintcrpration and misapplication of numerous highly
~o,liul teXtl of the Hebrew Bible. The author has little or no
understanding and appreciation of one of the features of Hebrew
poetic diction - its bold imagery and figures of speech, which at
wnes affect our Western minds as extravagant, even grotesque.
We refer only to a few examples: Ps. 80:8-11; Is. 2:2; Ezek.
47:1-12; Job 5:23; Hos. 2: 18; Is. 55: 12-13; Ps. 98:8; Is. 14:S.
Now everyone-and I think Velikovsky himself-will agree
that we have in these and numerous similar passages nothing but
beautiful creations of inspired prophetic-poetic imagery. But when
Velilamlc:y reads "the earth quaked and trembled, the foundation
of the mountains moved and were shaken" (Ps. 18:7), or "the
hills melt like wax at the presence of the Lord" ( Ps. 97: 5), or
"He touches the mountains, and they smoke" (Ps. 104:32), or "the
moumains skip like rams" (Ps. 114:4), in short, wherever d1e
Biblical text, literally interpreted, speaks of some physical terrestrial disturbance, he would have us believe that we are no
longer dealing with poetry pure and simple, but that all these
pamges contain a substratum of concrete fact, commemorating the
cosmic disturbances at the time of the exodus. This is exucmely
arbitruy and factitious and shows the author's failure to understand an important feature of Hebrew poetry. If the mountains
an "burst imo rong" -figuratively and poetically- there is no
rason to deny that in the same elevated style they can "skip like
runs"-figurativcly and poetically. If "Mount Zion is exalted above
all the hills," the mountains in another setting may very well be
said to •£all imo the heart of the sea." And so it is with the quaking and smoking mountains, with the trembling and melting earth.
and many similar czpressions- all bold figures of speech charaaaistic of Hebtew poetic style.
In conclusion I shall add one more striking example of Velilconky'1 method of interpreting and bis use of the Old Tesauncnt.

,rollli,
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In the last chapter of his prophecy, Habakkuk describes a sublime
theophany in which the Holy One of Israel, majestic, tem1>le, in·
vincible, advances from Teman in the South for the redempdoo of
his people and the destruction of their enemies. The pesti1eoce
goes before him and the plague follows at his heels. Rays of light
stream from his hands. Armed with shining arrows and a Bashing
spear, he rides victoriously on the chariot of salvation. The nations
tremble at his approach, the ancient mountains are cleft asunder
and writhe in agony, the everlasting hills bow down, and even
the sun and moon stand still in their habitation, etc., etc. At the end
the Prophet exults and rejoices in Jahve's victory.
Now what does Velikovsky make of this matchless prophetic
song? It turns out to be in substance nothing more than the em•
recollection of a mighty convulsion of nature in the days
of Joshua and the "hot hailstones which had remained suspended
in the sky since the day of Moses' intercession." "A comet must
have been ~n," he tells us, "the sun and moon were smpped in
their paths." The portent in the sky "had the form of a charioc
drawn by horses and was regarded as God's angel" (pp. 141f.).
To this I shall add just a few marginal glosses, so to speak: ''God's
angel" is nowhere mentioned in the text; as for the sun and mooo
stopping in their paths, this may very well mean in plain prose
that the light of the heavenly bodies was eclipsed by the surpassing
splendor of the theophany. Besides, the verb "11mllll, uanslated to
"stand still," may also mean
on•'s pltzc• (involving motion),
and this ~ be required in Hab. 3: 10-11 because the Hebiew
word for tlw•Uing is supplied with the locative 11h. This would result in the meaning that the sun and the moon entered into their
habitation (figuratively), retreating, as it were, before
dazzling
the
radiance enveloping Jahve, as He marched through the earth in
His indignation. In any case there is nothing in the entire chapter
that points
a cosmic upheaval.
To sum up brieJly, if there is any truth in Workls in Collisio,,,
the proof is not furnished by the Hebrew Bible.
Milwaukee, Wis.
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